CHAPTER TWO

The Science of Nutrition
*

The History and Theory of Nutrition

Nutrition is defined as cthe sum of the processes by which an
organism is nourished by absorbing substances different from
itself and assimilating them to substances identical with itself.
We should lay stress upon the word csum', because the con-
sumption of food is not identical with nutrition. It involves a
series of co-ordinated processes, such as mastication, digestion,
absorption, assimilation, excretion, and so on. The function of
the digestive system, for example, is to render food soluble,
diffusible, absorbable, and finally assimilable so that the body
may pick out those constituents it needs for reconstruction and
for fuel, and reject those materials which are useless. The body
functions through the energy released by the different food
constituents, and nutrition is nothing but energy exchange
through which the mechanism of the body and of its constitu-
ent parts is kept in proper running order. Food, as McCarrison
puts it, cis the instrument of nourishment; nutrition is the act
of using it'. Nutrition is indeed synonymous with existence; or,
as Claud Bernard (1867) defined it, 'perpetual creation3.

The science of nutrition is one of the youngest of the sciences.
A hundred years ago practically nothing was known with
scientific accuracy about either the composition of the various
foodstuffs or the precise function which food plays in the
maintenance of the human organism.

It is true that from time immemorial there have been
theories about diet, and certain foods have been prohibited as
injurious or prescribed as health giving. Many of these taboos
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